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Death as seen in An’ei Era Kobanashi Books 
CHMURA Tetsuo 
It is said that one of the characteristics of the religious behavior of modern 
Japanese people is in the fact that, despite not believing in any specific religion, 
visits to graves, Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines are considered indispensable. 
How did this understanding of religion and of death and life develop? When we 
attempt to look for the source of these values in the views of death shared by early 
modem Japanese people, we realize that such is a su中risinglydifficult task. This is 
because commoners, unlike professional religionists and political leaders, had very 
few opportunities of expressing their own ideas. 
Therefore in this paper we focused on Edo-period hmporous tales (shOwa) , as 
depicted in An'ei era Kobanashi books. These works were popular in Edo for about 
ten years, being produced among the common people and e吋oyedby them. Since 
the act of laughing presupposes a shared set of common values, these books can 
then be regarded as reflecting coeval understandings of death and life. 
I have classified and analyzed 2, 843 tales collected in 53 Kobanashi books 
published in Edo between 1772 and 1781. As a result, we learned that death is the 
main topic of 10.5% of these tales. Murder stories were the most numerous, but 
tales regarding suicide, one's final moments, longevity, the afterlife and ghosts were 
also frequent. Furthermore，“health issues”， considered to be the first cause for 
suicide in contemporary Japan, was completely absent. From this we could 
conclude that at the same time they wished for a long life, in case of impasse 
people would stil sometimes chose death: the battle between life and death was not 
as fierce, there being a high affinity with the later. 
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